
Staying Balanced in an Extreme World #5

“How Great Is Grace?”

selected Scriptures

Grace has long been a favorite word of Christians. Down through the years, that has been especially true of hymn writers.

Perhaps the best-known and most-loved of all hymns is “Amazing Grace,”

Amazing grace! How sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found;
Was blind, but now I see. 
’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved;
How precious did that grace appear
The hour I first believed.

But one of my favorites on the subject is “Grace Greater Than Our Sin,”

Marvelous grace of our loving Lord,
Grace that exceeds our sin and our guilt!
Yonder on Calvary’s mount outpoured,
There where the blood of the Lamb was spilt. 

Grace, grace, God’s grace,
Grace that will pardon and cleanse within;
Grace, grace, God’s grace,
Grace that is greater than all our sin!

That has led me to thinking, “How great is grace?” In looking through Scripture, I came up with three simple phrases that answers that question.

God’s Grace Can Forgive All Sin 

The first is this: God’s grace can forgive all sin. This is seen in three verses close to each other in John’s first letter. We read in 1 John 1:7, “the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.” Commentator John Phillips writes, “That surely has to be one of the most comforting verses in the whole Bible.”
 Why is that? John states that the blood cleanses from all sin, from every sin; there is no limit to its efficacy when it is sprinkled on the believing soul.

John Stott explains, “Having been justified once through faith in Christ’s blood, the blood goes on cleansing us from all sin—sins of omission, sins of ignorance, even sins we have committed and did not recognize as sin because we had not grown sufficiently to detect them as sin.”
 All of our sins—past, present, future—are gone!

“How can that be?” you might wonder. Turn to Colossians 2:13-14,

When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, having canceled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us, and which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.

Ask yourself these questions:

1. How many of your sins did God know about before you were born? 

2. How many of your sins did Jesus pay for on the cross?

3. How many of them were future at that time?

4. How many sins was He referring to when He said, “It is finished”?

5. At the time you were saved, how many of your sins did God forgive?

The answer to every question is “All of them.” Would it make sense that God would see and note all of our sins, that Jesus Christ would bear all of them upon Himself, and then after all that, God would only forgive you for some of your sins—the ones you had committed up to the point in. time at which you were saved? Don’t make the mistake of trying to put God in the “time box.” He won’t fit. He has forgiven you for every sin you will ever commit—past, present, and future.

Furthermore, the verb of this verse is in the present tense. It speaks of something that goes on constantly, that constant cleansing which the holiest Christians need.
 The verb suggests that God does more than forgive; he erases the stain of sin. And the present tense shows that it is a continuous process.
 Clinton Gill, who used to preach at Texas Christian Church as a college student, translates this as, “the blood of Jesus His Son goes on cleansing us from all sins.”

So regardless of what you’ve done, regardless of how far you’ve strayed, regardless of how long it’s been since you addressed God directly, regardless of what you’ve been told, regardless of how you feel, grace awaits you. Grace that is far greater than all your sin!

We see this echoed two verses later, in 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” Then, in 1 John 2:2, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” Our Calvinist friends believe in limited atonement, that Jesus only died for the elect. Not so, says John! Jesus is not the means whereby a few are brought into a special relationship with God; He is the sacrifice for the entire world.

God’s vision of redemption focuses on the entire world. Here is a basis for world evangelism.
 

Now this cannot be pressed into meaning that all sins are automatically pardoned through the sacrifice of Christ, but that a universal pardon is offered for the sins of the whole world and is enjoyed by those who embrace it.
 The gift is freely given to all, but must be accepted individually by faith.

Some have wondered if we are forgiven for the sins we committed before coming to Christ, but not for those committed after. We may be confident, then, that it is here and now that the blood of Jesus cleanses from all sin, whether committed before or after salvation, for the apostle was writing his first letter to Christians.

God’s Grace Can Forgive Any Sin

Secondly, God’s grace can forgive any sin. Billy Graham writes, “If you will bring your life to Jesus Christ, God will forgive every sin you have ever committed.”

The initial verse I referenced was 1 John 1:7, and it ends with the phrase, “the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.” Some of your Bibles will have a footnote on the word “all,” and suggest that it can also mean “every.” In fact, Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest translates this phrase, “And the blood of Jesus His Son keeps continually cleansing us from every sin.”

I was curious to know more about this, so I looked up the original Greek text. I discovered that the same word appears in verse nine, rendered, “all unrighteousness.” The term in question is pas, which means, “including all the forms of declension; apparently a primary word; all, any, every, the whole.”
 We can equally use the word “all” or “every” in these verses…and I think the two of them together gives the full picture. The blood of Jesus cleanses us from every and all sin. No amount of sin is too great, no activity of sin is too great for the cleansing power of the blood. G. Campbell Morgan quotes the words to an old song, “Grace there is my every debt to pay; Grace to wash my every sin away.”
 God’s grace is greater than any sin.

You see, when you turn yourself over to him, he completely washes away your past—every sin, every mistake, every foolish act. In fact, he promises to forget our past and never hold it against us.
 I can tell you confidently that you’ve done nothing so horrible that grace can’t cover it. Grace is always greater—no matter what.

“But what about the ‘unpardonable sin’?” you might ask. “That is beyond the scope of God’s grace, isn’t it?”

Jesus spoke of the “unpardonable sin” in Matthew 12:31-32 (and Mark 3:28-29), 

“And so I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come.”

Is there an “unpardonable sin” today? Yes, the final rejection of Jesus Christ. Jesus made it clear that all sins can be forgiven. Adultery, murder, blasphemy, and other sins can all be forgiven; they are not unpardonable. But God cannot forgive the rejection of His Son. It is the Spirit who bears witness to Christ and who convicts the lost sinner.

I like how J. Vernon McGee answers this question:

God has a remedy for every sin but the state of unbelief. This does not mean that there is an unpardonable sin. There is no act which you could commit today that God would not forgive tomorrow. But if you continue in a state of unbelief, God has no remedy for that at all.

God’s Grace Can Forgive Any Sinner

Finally, God’s grace can forgive any sinner. Paul writes of himself in 1 Timothy 1:15-16,
Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.

Paul makes it clear that this salvation is not for him only, but for all who receive Jesus Christ. If Jesus could save Saul of Tarsus, the chief of sinners, then He can save anybody! And notice that Paul did not write “of whom I was chief” but “of whom I am chief.”
 The apostle Paul himself was a murderer. Yet God not only forgave him; He elevated Paul to leadership in the church. There are no limits to the grace of God.

Consider King David—the shepherd boy-wonder, the king of Israel, the man after God’s own heart who slept with a married woman and then murdered her husband to cover it up. By every imaginable standard he had disqualified himself from the blessings and promises bestowed on him. God’s grace had never been tested as it was with David. Other than Abraham, no one had been promised so much. And no one, including Abraham, had been blessed with so much wealth, power, and prestige.

Yet not even David’s blatant disregard for God’s extravagant blessings would stress God’s grace to the point of breaking. If grace had limits, David’s behavior would have exposed them. But God did not withdraw his promise. He did not rescind his offer. No change of mind. But, this was never really about David. This was about God’s unfailing love. If David’s story is any indication, grace has no end.

An atheist asked Billy Graham, “If Hitler had received Christ on his deathbed, would he have gone to heaven, whereas someone who lived a good life but rejected Christ would go to hell?” That is a trick question. It was asked in such a way as to make the Gospel appear ridiculous. But the answer is yes. If Hitler accepted Christ, God could forgive him completely, because Christ’s death included all of Hitler’s sins! God values Christ so much that He can accept Hitler with Christ’s merit, but He cannot accept the best person without Christ’s merit! Visualize the worst sin imaginable—possibly it is nailing Christ to the cross—Christ died for that sin too!

But do we really believe that? We all remember Jeffrey Dahmer, the mass murderer who cannibalized his victims. We recall the horror of his crimes and the relief when he was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to life in prison without parole. Shortly after he was incarcerated, Dahmer was himself murdered by a fellow inmate. But then came the stories that this mass murderer had come to Christ while in prison and had been baptized in a prison chapel. Even as Christians, most of us responded with an incredulous “What?”
Randy Alcorn writes of a Wesley Allan Dodd who tortured, molested, and murdered three boys in Vancouver, Washington, fifteen miles from his home. Dodd was scheduled to be hanged—the first U. S. hanging in three decades—shortly after midnight, January 4, 1993. Alcorn writes, 

At dinner that evening, both our daughters, then eleven and thirteen, prayed earnestly that Dodd would repent and place his faith in Christ before he died. I agreed with their prayer…but only because I knew I should.

I stayed up and watched. Reporters from all over the country crowded around the prison. Twelve media representatives were firsthand witnesses to the execution. When they emerged thirty minutes after Dodd died, they recounted the experience.

One of them read Dodd’s last words: “I had thought there was no hope and no peace. I was wrong. I have found hope and peace in the Lord Jesus Christ.”

Gasps and groans erupted from the gallery. The anger was palpable. How dare someone who has done anything so terrible say he has found hope and peace in Jesus? Did he really think God would let him into heaven after what he’d done? Shut up and go to hell, child killer—you won’t get off so easy!

The idea of God’s offering grace to Dodd was utterly offensive.

And yet, didn’t Jesus die for Dodd’s sins just as He did for mine? No sin is bigger than the Savior. Grace is, literally, not of this world. I struggled with the idea of God saving Dodd only because I thought too much of myself and too little of my Lord.

I’d imagined the distance between Dodd and me as the difference between the South and North Poles. But when you consider God’s viewpoint from light-years away, that distance is negligible. In my standing before a holy God, apart from Christ…I am Dodd. I am Dahmer. I am Mao.

The thought horrifies me, but it’s true. It was also true of Florence Nightingale and Mother Teresa. This isn’t hyperbole; it’s biblical truth. Unless we come to grips with the fact that we’re of precisely the same stock—fallen humanity—as Dodd and Hitler and Stalin, we’ll never appreciate Christ’s grace.

You say you want justice? You want Dodd and those like him to “get what’s coming to them”? Be careful! Are you also willing to take what you have coming? There’s a four-letter word for it: Hell.

My sins and yours, including our self-righteousness, nailed Jesus to that cross as surely as the sins of any child killer, terrorist, or genocidal tyrant. Let’s be thankful we’re not getting what we deserve! If God isn’t big enough to save Dodd and Dahmer, He’s not big enough to save me.

I ask once again: How great is God’s grace? The Bible teaches that God’s grace is greater than all sin, than any sin, and than any sinner. But do I really believe it? Do I still hang on to my own sin, unconvinced that God can really “save a wretch like me”? Do I question whether someone I deem a horrible sinner can really be saved? 

To that I conclude with the words of that chorus we sang earlier,

Grace, grace, God’s grace,
Grace that will pardon and cleanse within;
Grace, grace, God’s grace,
Grace that is greater than all our sin!


Amen!
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